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Abstract
This study examined the relationship between ACT Composite scores and high school GPAs on
persistence to bachelor degree attainment within a six-year timeframe. Longitudinal data with
1,635 students were analyzed using a binary logical regression analysis. Results indicated high
school GPA to be a significant predictor of persistence to degree attainment while the ACT
Composite score was not a significant predictor. Implications from this study suggest that
admissions officers may want to emphasize a student's high school GPA in determining if the
student will complete a bachelor's degree program.

Keywords: ACT Composite Score, High School Grade Point Average (GPA), Sex, Ethnicity,
Degree Completion, Persistence

Introduction
With the advent of the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic, higher education admissions teams
had to become very adaptable with their admissions criteria. Hoover (2002b) reported that twothirds of four-year colleges have suspended their ACT and SAT requirements, at least
temporarily for the Fall 2021 admissions cycle. Additionally, the University of California's
Regents voted unanimously to phase out the use of ACT and SAT in their admissions criteria by
2025 (Hoover, 2002a). The purpose of standardized testing is to provide neutral criteria for
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evaluating admission to institutions and determining if students are ready for postsecondary
work. If standardized test scores are not going to be used to evaluate potential students, then
what other criteria is available to decide if students will be successful in higher education. The
lack of a directive to either have or report a standardized test score to assess a student's potential
for postsecondary academic success has resulted in colleges rethinking the value of using these
scores.

Literature Review
Proponents of standardized testing are quick to point out the advantages testing brings to
higher education professionals by providing them a universal criterion in order to evaluate a
student's future college potential. The ACT subject area test is designed to place students in their
first-year college courses by providing benchmarks of understanding in subjects of English,
Social Science, Mathematics, and Science (ACT, 2019). Radunzel and Noble (2012) noted that
college success rates are substantially greater for students with higher ACT Composite [ACTC]
scores than those with lower scores. Therefore, the ACTC is used as a predictor of how well a
student will perform in college and assists higher education officials in determining the best path
for students' academic success.
Furthermore, there are additional claims made concerning the advantages of standardized
testing. Stewart, Lim, and Kim (2015) found a positive correlation, with students who have high
ACTC scores being likely to persist through their sophomore year. Westrick et al. (2015)
examined over 100,000 students at 50 institutions and found that ACT scores and high school
grade point averages were correlated with first-year academic performance. According to
Westrick et al. (2015) first-year academic performance is one of the best predictors of second-
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and third-year retention. Furthermore, Radunzel and Noble (2012) found that students with an
ACTC of 28 or higher had a better chance of earning a bachelor's degree in four years. However,
students with an ACTC score of 18 or lower had less than a 50 percent chance of earning a
bachelor's degree within six years (Radunzel & Noble, 2012). The higher a student's ACTC, the
more likely the student will persist and earn a bachelor's degree; therefore, making use of
standardized testing appears to be an essential component in allowing higher education officials
to evaluate students' potential to their academic endeavors.
Critics of standardized testing are quick to point out the flaws of using these scores.
Hodara and Lewis (2017) stated that colleges typically use a single standard exam score to
determine a student's admission requirement, which is often unfair to the student because the
process fails to take other factors into account. Scott-Clayton, Crosta, and Belfield (2014)
claimed that standardized exam scores misdirect students into development courses that are
costly and drive down completion rates. Focusing on standardized testing limits college officials'
abilities to take multiple factors into account when making decisions about the student's route to
be academically successful.
If standardized testing is not as reliable a measure of student success, as proposed by the
researchers previously cited, what other criteria could be used to assess students' success in their
postsecondary educational pursuits? Some researchers point to the benefits of evaluating
students' high school grade point average [HSGPA] (Gershenson, 2018; Hodara & Lewis, 2017,
Scott-Clayton et al., 2014). Scott-Clayton et al. (2014) believed HSGPA to be more accurate than
using a standardized test to assign students to developmental courses, and high school transcript
information is often superior to placement test scores. Nevertheless, HSGPA has not been widely
utilized or even studied as a potential screening tool for remediation (Scott-Clayton et al., 2014).
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Hodara and Lewis (2017) concluded that HSGPA was a better predictor of college performance
than standardized exam scores, especially for students who enter college within a year of
completing high school. HSGPA may be a useful tool for higher education administrators to
evaluate admission placement in place of standardized test scores.
The use of HSGPA as a higher education admissions requirement is not without its own
set of limitations. Foremost is that high school grading standards differ across the nation;
therefore, as a criterion measurement, HSGPA is not the same for every student (Westrick et al.,
2015). Additionally, the reliability of HSGPA is questioned because course rigor can vary across
schools (Hodara & Luke, 2017). Therefore, the HSGPA of a male student from an affluent urban
school district may not be the same as that of a female student from an economically depressed
rural area.
If HSGPA is a reliable measure of postsecondary student success, then the expectation
would be to also see a student do well academically in other areas. Gershenson (2018) raised the
point about the difference between grades and other academic measures because his study used
official transcript data and standardized test scores for the entire population of eligible students
in a state and ascertained that a significant number of students who received high marks in a
course also do poorly on the end-of-term standardized exams. However, despite the objections of
using HSGPA in college admissions, Hodara and Lewis (2017) surmised that HSGPA was a
better predictor of college performance than standardized exam scores regardless if the student
came from an urban or rural area. Notwithstanding the limitations discussed above concerning
HSGPAs, they are believed to be accurate predictors of academic performance in higher
education.
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If the ACTC score and HSGPA are predictors of college performance, should these also
predict students' eventual successes in postsecondary degree completion, or are other factors
influencing bachelor attainment such as sex and ethnicity? Radunzel and Noble (2013)
investigated these relationships. They indicated that White and female students tended to have
higher ACTC scores than minority and male students. They clarified that when minority students
had an ACTC of 27 or below, the probability of completing a bachelor's degree by six years was
lower than those for White students. Furthermore, with an ACTC of 28 or above for minority
students, degree completion probabilities were comparable or higher than White students.
Radunzel and Noble (2013) contended that the general tendency was for minority students to
have lower probabilities of degree attainment than White students with the same ACTC scores,
but the prospects of success varied across institutions. However, they held that ethnic minority
students are not disadvantaged when ACT scores are used to identify those likely to be
successful in college, and assert that regardless of student demographic, ACTC score prediction
for degree completion is moderately high (Radunzel & Noble, 2013). Therefore, a link between a
student's sex, ethnicity, and degree completion appears to exist.
The association between sex, ethnicity, and degree completion has been well
documented. Women have been outpacing their male counterparts in entrance into postsecondary
institutions and degree completion since the 1970s (Conger & Dickson, 2017). The number of
females attending college is significantly higher than males across all racial and ethnic groups
(Garibaldi, 2014). McFarland et al. (2019) reported that the six-year completion rate of bachelor
degrees was higher for females than males. McFarland's group also concluded that in the 20162017 academic year, women earned 57 percent and men 43 percent of all bachelor's degrees
conferred within the United States, which coincides with males' and females' enrollment rates.
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This disparity between females and males in higher education is not uncommon. Seifert et al.
(2013) pointed out that men fail to realize their postsecondary expectations at a greater rate than
women, which is true of all racial groups. Women of all ethnic groups are taking advantage of
higher education and are earning degrees at a rate that far outstrips males' academic
achievements.
Despite research that has explored and defined the connection between the ACTC score,
HSGPA, and college preparedness, questions remain. The relationship between ACTC and
HSGPA beyond the first year has received less attention (Westrick et al., 2015). Gershenson
(2018) made the distinction that while HSGPA is a better predictor of degree completion, course
grades and standardized test scores should complement one another rather than the need to
choose one or the other. Nevertheless, evaluating the predictive value of ACTC and HSGPA
individually on postsecondary degree attainment is worthwhile.
The review of literature demonstrates the need for further investigation into what criteria
may be used to evaluate a student's eventual success in postsecondary work. Radunzel and Noble
(2012); Stewart, Lim, and Kim (2015); and Westrick et al. (2015) point out the advantages of
using a standardized test score for college admissions noting in their research that students with
higher ACTC scores have greater rates of success and persistence. Conversely, Hodara and
Lewis (2017); Gershenson (2018); Scott-Clayton, Crosta and Belfield (2014) indicate that
HSGPA is a more accurate representation if there is a need for developmental courses and a
better predictor of higher education success than standardized test scores. This study seeks to
contribute to the literature on academic persistence and degree completion by examining if the
ACTC score or HSGPA can be used as predictors of bachelor degree.
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Research Questions
To begin addressing the gaps above, two questions were developed:
1: Is there a combination of high school cumulative GPA, sex, and ethnicity that predicts degree
completion for first-time enrolled students from a private university in Central Arkansas?
2: Is there a combination of ACT Composite scores, sex, and ethnicity that predicts degree
completion for first-time enrolled students from a private university in Central Arkansas?

Materials and Methods
After receiving IRB approval, an extract was provided by University officials and coded
to protect confidentiality. The report's data included first-time enrolled students admitted
between the 2011-2012 and 2014-2015 academic years from a private university in Central
Arkansas and who had a HSGPA and an ACTC score. King and Ndum (2017) defined secondyear retention as those students who enrolled as first-time, full-time students who return one year
later as either full-time or part-time students at the same institution. Using this definition,
students needed to have completed a minimum of 27 hours to be included in the study. Students
who only attended the institution for one or two semesters were not included to avoid inflating
the number of students who did not complete their degree programs. Of the students in the data
provided, 77.8 percent had graduated. In order to control for the influence of the high graduation
rates at the school, a random sample of students who graduated (completers) was drawn to match
the sample of students who did not graduate (non-completes). University registrar officials
confirmed all requirements were met before conferring degrees. Periodic audits by the
university's various accrediting bodies and government agencies continued to verify the
reliability of the data.
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The research questions were addressed using a binary logistic regression, and a two-tailed
test with a .05 level of significance was used for the statistical analysis, using the IBM Statistical
Packages for the Social Sciences Versions 26 (IBM Corporation, 2019). The dependent variable
was if the student had or had not graduated from the institution. The other variables included sex
(male/female), ethnicity (White, non-White), HSGPA, and ACTC score. The descriptive
statistics of the data sample are displayed in Table 1.

Table 1
Descriptives of Data Sample
Variable
Female non-White

Female White

Male non-White

Male White

Graduated

N

ACTC Mean

HSGPA Mean

Yes

50

23

3.52

No

61

21

3.45

Yes

452

23

3.66

No

359

23

3.53

Yes

42

21

3.17

No

73

21

3.12

Yes

273

24

3.52

No

325

24

3.40

Results
Research Question 1: Is there a combination of high school cumulative GPA, sex, and
ethnicity that predicts degree completion for first-time enrolled students from a private university
in Central Arkansas?
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The assumptions of a binary logistic regression were examined. None of the predictor
variables had a tolerance of less than 1 - R2; consequently, multicollinearity was not considered a
problem. Also, all cases were independent, and the outcomes were mutually exclusive (Leech et
al., 2015). While conducting the analysis, no outliers were identified. Therefore, the data set met
the assumptions for the statistical test.
The regression model assesses whether the three variables of sex, ethnicity, and HSGPA
significantly predicted whether or not a student completed a bachelor degree program. When all
four predictor variables are considered together, these significantly predict whether or not a
student graduated, χ2 = 58.08, df = 3, N = 1635, p = <.001. Overall the model explained 4.7
percent (Nagelkerke R-squared) of the graduation variance, indicating a medium effect size. The
examination of the beta weight for sex (β = -.284) indicates that females have an advantage over
males for graduation, while ethnicity was not statistically significant to the model. Table 2
presents the summary of the Logistic Regression Analysis, which suggest that the odds of
graduating are increasingly greater as the HSGPA rises. Thus, for each increase in the HSGPA,
the odds of graduating increase by a factor of 2.037.

Table 2
Logistic Regression Predicting Likelihood of Graduation with HSGPA
95% C.I. for Odds Ratio
Variables

B

SE

df

Sex

-.284

.103

1

Ethnicity

-.265

.150

HSGPA

.712

.126

Sig.

Exp(B)

Lower

Upper

.006

-.753

.615

.922

1

.077

-.767

.571

1.03

1

.000

2.037

1.59

2.60
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Constant

-2.341

.459

1

.000

-.096

Research Question 2: Is there a combination of ACT Composite scores, sex, and ethnicity
that predicts degree completion for first-time enrolled students from a private university in
Central Arkansas?
The assumptions of a binary logistic regression were examined for this cohort and none
of the variables had a tolerance of less than 1 - R2; consequently, multicollinearity was not
considered a problem. Also, all cases are independent, and the outcomes are mutually exclusive
(Leech et al., 2015). In addition, while conducting the test, no outliers were identified. Therefore,
the data set met the assumptions for the statistical test.
The regression assesses whether the three variables of sex, ethnicity, and ACTC
significantly predicted whether or not a student completed a degree program. When all four
predictor variables are considered together, these significantly predicted whether or not a student
graduated, χ2 = 27.02, df = 3, N = 1635, p = <.001. Overall the model explained 2.2 percent
(Nagelkerke R-squared) of the variance in graduation, indicating a small effect size. Table 3
presents the summary of the Logistic Regression Analysis. Interestingly, the ACTC is not
statistically significant as a predictor of college graduation, while sex and ethnicity are
significant. The examination of the beta weight for sex (β = -.388) indicates that females have an
advantage over males for graduation, and ethnicity (β = -.454) reveals that Whites have an
advantage over non-White students.

Table 3
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Logistic Regression Predicting Likelihood of Graduation with ACTC
95% C.I. for Odds Ratio
Variables

B

SE

df

Sex

-.388

.101

1

Ethnicity

-.454

.150

ACTC

-.023
.762

Constant

Sig.

Exp(B)

Lower

Upper

.000

-.678

.557

.827

1

.002

-.635

.473

.852

.015

1

.132

-.977

.949

1.01

.361

1

.035

2.143

Discussion
This study's results revealed a statistically significant result for HSGPA as a predictor of
persistence to degree completion. A connection between HSGPA and degree completion is
consistent with the extant literature (Gershenson, 2018; Hodara & Lewis, 2017; Scott-Clayton et
al., 2014). However, no statistically significant result existed for the ACTC score as a predictor
of degree completion, which disagrees with Radunzel & Noble's (2012) conclusion that the
higher the students' ACTC, the more likely they were to graduate. Hodara and Lewis (2017)
critique of institutions using a standardized test score to determine admissions eligibility without
considering other factors appears to be well-founded and bolstered Scott-Clayton et al.'s (2014)
belief that a high school transcript is a valuable tool for admission decisions. The HSGPA should
be considered a valuable factor in whether or not a student will be persistent and eventually
complete a bachelor's degree program.
The HSGPA as a predictor of bachelor degree completion needs to be reviewed within
the limitations of the information it provides concerning the student. Gershenson (2018) warned
of high school students having a high grade in a subject but then struggling to pass the end of
semester proficiency exams. Conceivably, students' ability to do well in the course but then be
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unable to receive a matching score in a proficiency exam could be examples of students' grit and
instructors' effectiveness in working with students to provide them extra help to succeed in their
courses. Standardized test scores are a single snapshot of what the student was capable of on the
day the exam was completed and fails to consider if the student does not test well or had other
stresses in his/her life that prevented the best possible performance; whereas a HSGPA appears
to be a measure of what the student can do over time with adequate support in place.
The advantage held by females over males in degree completion was expected. The
literature is overwhelmed with evidence that females of all ethnic groups do better academically
and are completing higher education degree programs more often than males (Conger &
Dickson, 2017; Garibaldi, 2014; McFarland et al., 2019; Seifert et al., 2013). The study further
revealed the lack of an ethnicity statistical significance to the model when HSGPA was a
variable. However, the model that included ACTC demonstrated that the ACTC score was not
statistically significant, but ethnicity was significant to the model. The result appears to
contradict Radunzel and Noble's (2013) conclusion that regardless of student demographics, the
ACTC score was a predictor for degree completion. The fact that ethnicity was not a factor when
considering HSGPA appears to support the conclusion that the HSGPA can be used by
admissions officials without creating a disadvantage for non-White students.

Limitations
As noted, the data reported for this study represented students at one private university in
the rural South. Therefore, the single institution limits the generalizability of findings to other
institutions; however, the data set included students from all 50 states and several foreign
nations. Data was also limited in that students may have transferred to another institution to
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complete a degree program. Additionally, the institution from which the data set was derived, in
the semesters collected, did not have a diversity of ethnicity that would represent national
demographics.

Implications for Practice
This study probed the predictive effects of HSGPA and ACTC on degree completion.
The researcher discovered that HSGPA and sex were statistically significant for research
Question 1, while ethnicity was not significant for this model. For research Question 2, the
regression analysis indicated that sex and ethnicity were statistically significant and the variable
ACTC was not significant for this model. The following recommendations underscore the
benefit derived from this study.
First, admissions officers and university officials should consider placing more weight on
HSGPAs and high school transcripts in deciding who may or may not be successful in
completing degree programs. Especially during this pandemic, when students cannot always
complete standardized testing, higher education officials should not be as concerned about
having access to these scores. Students with low HSGPAs can be successful, and students with
high HSGPAs can be unsuccessful; however, when reviewing the entire data set, students were
more likely to successfully reach degree attainment if they entered the institution with a HSGPA
of 2.80 or above.
Second, higher education administrators should emphasize providing academic assistance
to male students, especially non-White male students. Males are already more likely than
females not to complete higher education degree programs. Providing additional support to
males to assist them in their academic endeavors could increase the numbers who reach degree
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completion. Further research may be needed to explore how to entice male students to take
advantage of existing academic services and explore alternative venues to provide assistance to
this cohort.

Conclusion
Some colleges have been troubled that they would not have access to standardized test
scores for students when making admission decisions. However, the study results have
demonstrated that as far as considering who will persist to degree completion, the HSGPA is a
better predictor than the ACTC score. Whether an institution wants to continue collecting and
using standardized test scores after the pandemic is over is a decision many higher education
administrators will face. Nevertheless, a student's HSGPA appears to be a more valuable tool in
ascertaining his/her ability to reach degree completion.
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